Yalobusha Review
Volume 13

Article 33

1-1-2008

With a Mighty Hand and Outstretched Arm
Matthew Goldberg

Follow this and additional works at: https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr

Recommended Citation
Goldberg, Matthew (2008) "With a Mighty Hand and Outstretched Arm," Yalobusha Review: Vol. 13 , Article
33.
Available at: https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol13/iss1/33

This Fiction is brought to you for free and open access by the English at eGrove. It has been accepted for inclusion
in Yalobusha Review by an authorized editor of eGrove. For more information, please contact egrove@olemiss.edu.

Goldberg: With a Mighty Hand and Outstretched Arm

Yalobusha Review

Matthew Goldberg

With a Mighty Hand and
Outstretched Arm
Last night the sniper had taken another victim. Six dead in seven days.
Barbara had not left the house since the first day of attacks when five people
were shot in a fifteen-hour period, all of them dead, all within Montgomery
County, Maryland. She kept the televisions on at all hours: the upstairs one to
CNN, the downstairs one to the local news. Dark circles obscured the news
anchors’ eyes. They spoke in raspy voices as the TV listed the body count.
The sniper chose all times of
and all races of victims. Barbara noticed
the anchors’ repeated the words '
’ and ‘is shot dead.’ The killings
were moving around the beltway from Maryland into Virginia, but this did
not comfort Barbara. She was actually at the Shell station the morning of the
first killings. After pumping ten dollars of unleaded supreme, she left her car
to buy a coffee. It was later, at the Jewish Day School where Barbara worked
as a librarian, when the principal made the announcement: Parents were here
for their children. Barbara drove home that day crouched low in the driver
seat, running yellow lights, even gunning past the stop sign on Falls Road.
School had been
with police escorts,
Barbara would not take
the car out of the garage. Her friends tried to coax her from the house by
telling her that everything was safe, but Barbara did not believe them. She
stopped taking their calls. She tried to
the people with her at the
Shell station
day,
she had been too preoccupied. The thought that
the sniper may have missed
by a matter of minutes was terrifying.
Chelsea whined, scraping her paws against the back door. Walking her
was out of the
so Barbara unlocked the chain at the top of the door
along with the push-button on the handle, sliding open the glass without
retracting the
The October chill raised the hair on her arms, and
once Chelsea was off, Barbara slammed the door shut and reset both locks.
The dog was her only companion through all of this. Earlier this
Neil
had begun commuting to a new job in Chicago. His baseball tickets went to
waste, and Barbara was left alone. Neil called every night, but Barbara was
too mad at him to confide
scared she was. Before he left, they had had
another fight, Neil trying to convince her
they should sell the house and
move. “This is the happiest I’ve been with a job,” he
her. “Don’t you
want me to be happy?”
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Barbara did not know how to answer. In the past, she had focused her
attention on her children, but now they had their own lives: David an
engineer in Austin and Becca a graduate student at Berkeley. Both took anti
depressants. Becca said that depression and
were passed down,
David refused to
about it. “You’re
my therapist,” he said. Barbara
had her own appointment today but could not imagine going.
nightgown had not come off this week; she even avoided the shower.
Running a hand through her dry, tangled hair, she was sure
artificial
coloring was fading. She pinched her belly through her nightgown and
squeezed a slight roll of fat. Before the killings, she had walked regularly,
trying to look pretty for Neil, as if mascara and a toned
would keep him
from Chicago.
Chelsea scraped the other side of the glass, ready to come in, but before
opening the door, Barbara peeked through the curtain to make sure the yard
was safe. Autumn had splashed the trees a stark red. Her impatiens beds
were littered with dead leaves and rotting crabapples, oak leaves strewn over
the grass like torn construction paper. She opened the door a few inches—
thank god the dog was small—and after Chelsea trotted to
food dish in
the kitchen, Barbara knelt down and peeled wet leaves from the terrier’s
matted hair.
Watching Chelsea eat made Barbara’s stomach grumble. She opened the
pantry hesitantly. There was only a single can of tuna fish left. She checked
the freezer and removed a frozen Costco party platter she had been saving as
hors d’oeuvres for her next book club meeting. She tore open the box and
broke off a section of pigs-in-a-blanket, arranging them in the toaster oven.
Her coffee
used up, the only thing left to drink was tap water.
Barbara held her “#1 Mom” cup under the faucet and stood to the side of
the kitchen window. She tried to ignore the smell of trash under the sink.
Barbara loved her house, and she could
imagine leaving it for
Chicago or anywhere else. She had agonized over the color scheme of every
room, carefully selecting each piece of furniture to match the walls and the
She
every inch of the house. This was where her children grew
up. The back of the pantry door still had pencil ticks and dates that
chronicled their growth spurts. Her refrigerator magnets
organized
around a Matisse postcard where a circle of naked, peach-colored bodies
linked arms and twisted feet, dancing against a deep blue. This was Barbara’s
vision of family—summer beach trips
Neil, David, and Becca, all of them
lying on the same
their bodies exposed and unafraid, their bare backs
browning beside the ocean.
There was a large envelope on the kitchen table stamped, Important:
Time Sensitive Material Enclosed. It was from a
firm, and Barbara could
guess its contents. The Perezes had reassessed the property line to cut down
the oak tree beside Barbara’s garage. Yvonne Perez complained of leaves and
dead branches. Neil was inclined to let them do it, but Barbara adamantly
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refused. The tree was the reason she had fallen in love with the house. Neil
couldn’t see this from Chicago. The oak was tall and majestic; its fall leaves
painted yellow and orange. She still saw David and Becca sitting in the low
branches. Neil was more incensed about Elian Perez’s antique Datsun
blocking his line of sight from the driveway.
"Why do they have to leave that piece of shit there
they have a
two-car garage?”
“They do have three cars,” Barbara
“But to leave the car there? On our side of the curb? It’s an occupation.
It’s the fucking Gaza Strip!”
Neil stormed next door, Elian would hold up blueprints and stab
an
finger at a series of smudged lines. Yvonne once hinted that they
would move the car if the tree came down. But the Perezes were a strange
family. Elian had been in the Israeli army before moving here and marrying
Yvonne.
daughter Deena used to be friends with Becca until the two
were caught egging cars and Barbara forbid her daughter from socializing
with her. At dinnertime it used to be normal to hear yelling and slamming
doors and then see Deena running down the street with Yvonne chasing
after. Barbara wondered if Elian beat his children. She frequently caught
their dogs shitting in her lawn. Like the Datsun, she interpreted this as
intentional.
From a dent in the family-room blinds Barbara watched Elian stride to the
curb and retrieve his paper. She wondered how he could walk so leisurely and
not feel exposed. Death could come with the twitch of a finger. But they
must be used to snipers in Israel. Maybe the Perezes had guns in the house.
Or maybe Perez carried one now. Barbara picked up the binoculars Neil
brought to Orioles games and used them to focus in on her neighbor. Perez
wore sweats and a pair of thick black glasses. Barbara couldn’t remember
he did for a living. They had a two-car garage so he must pull down a
salary. He was very fit for a middle-aged man, perhaps from his army
training. It was
hard to imagine him marching through the desert with an
M-16 strapped over his shoulder. Barbara watched as he unwrapped the paper
with a swift, violent motion. Then he
his head to the oak, narrowing
his eyes and twisting his lips into a sinister grin that made Barbara shiver
beneath her nightgown. It felt like he could see her naked.
Perez went into the house and pulled his van out from the garage
the driveway. It was strange for a suburban husband to drive a van. After
exiting the car, he disappeared behind his hedges and returned with a garden
hose. He pressed his thumb against the nozzle and began to spray inside the
vehicle. Dark water streamed down the driveway. Yvonne emerged from her
front door and surveyed the side of
’s house. Before the attacks, she
had knocked on
’s door and asked why she kept the trash barrels on
the side of the house instead of in the backyard.
“Does it matter?” Barbara had asked.
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“You tell me,” Yvonne had said, crossing her arms. “Would you want to
look
your window and see someone else’s garbage?”
“No, Yvonne. But when it’s in a trash barrel, you can’t actually see the
garbage.”
“But I can see it. I know it’s there.”
Barbara had laughed at the time, but then came the attacks. Now she
could see the wolf at the door. Yvonne pointed to the trash barrels and
shouted
at Elian. He
and held up his hand, then with
d this.
but
the hose.
white Yvonne
mouth
to the curb to collect her mail,
knew
lay
shaking her head at the
tusk of envelopes protruding from
’s
mailbox.
Barbara
her neighbors were
about her front yard—
“
bundled newspapers
piled at the foot of her driveway, red-brown leaves
covering the grass—
Neil was away and it was too dangerous to venture
outside. Beside the Perez’s Datsun a row of fat black trash bags hugged the
curb. The car’s long nose and recessed headlights formed a smug face, which
leered at Barbara. A vampire cutout hung from a front door across the
street. Its hands were raised; its
gaped open, fangs exposed. Barbara
shuddered and let the binoculars fall from her face.
The boom of the TV brought her back to the carpet. Beleaguered
anchors brushed back their hair and recounted how tarot cards had been left
at the scenes of the shootings. Barbara knew this already. But a note had
been found on one of them. This was new. The note was written on a
Death Card. Dear Policeman, it said. I am God. Do not tell the media about
The Chief of Police appeared on the screen. From his frequent press
conferences, Barbara had begun to feel she knew him personally. He had
tears in his eyes as he spoke of the shooting from last night. He refused to
talk about the note. After the press conference, they cut to individual
commentary. Barbara lay down on the carpet and listened as both TVs
swelled and crashed together:

walke
unh

He wants terror.”
“He wants money.”
“A disgruntled civil servant.”
“A crazy white guy armed with a AK-47, driving about in a boxy white
van.”
“With a mighty hand and outstretched arm, He will strike down the
unholy.”
“Well, Katie, those to whom great harm is done often do great harm to
others.”
“My wife is gone. I could spit in his face. I could weep.”
“It might help to look at bright colors.”

Barbara could barely hear the phone ring. She took the cordless into the
bathroom and sat on the toilet lid. Chelsea followed and sat at her feet.
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Neil asked how she was holding up.
“How do you think?” Her voice was hoarse from not having spoken in
twenty-four hours. “God is gunning down all us sinners and I’m supposed
to look at bright colors.” Words formed in her head much faster than she
could speak them.
Neil sighed. “Are you going to see Dr. Rosenberg today?”
Barbara gripped the sink. “Are you watching the news? Do you see
what’s going on?”
“Calm down, honey. The sniper is on the other side of the Beltway.”
“So you wouldn’ feel guilty if I got in the car and was shot dead in our
driveway.”
“Jesus, Barb, you’re sounding ridiculous.”
“Maybe it wouldn’t sound so
if you were here.”
sigh. “I know this is a sore subject,
we need to think about
moving.”
A sharp ring peeled though the house. Chelsea raced to the foyer and
released a series of barks. Barbara jumped off the toilet. “Stay on the line,”
she said, “There’s someone at the door.”
She tiptoed
the living room and peeked through the blinds. “It’s
Perez,” she whispered.
“See what he wants.”
“Are you crazy? He could be the sniper.”
A second ring, and then Perez set his fist against the door. Chelsea ran
in circles around the foyer, barking, looking to Barbara for instructions.
“My God, Neil. Tell me what to do.”
“Barb, I don’t think Elian Perez is the Beltway Sniper.”
“But he has a white van and they probably have guns next door and this
morning he was washing something out of the backseat with a hose.”
The knocking stopped. Perez removed his glasses and rubbed them with
his shirttail. He stood close to the door and tried to look inside the peephole.
Barbara dropped to the floor. Perez lingered for a moment and then shuffled
back to his house. A growling Chelsea ran into the family room.
“Are you dressed? How about going to see Dr. Rosenberg?”
“Goddamn it, Neil! He’s just
door!”
“OK,
on,” Neil said. Barbara could hear the sound of his office
door closing. “You need to calm down. Elian has a PhD. He’s a scientist.”
“
’t patronize
Neil. Just because I didn’t go to graduate school
it doesn’t make me an idiot.”
“He’s not a killer. An asshole,
a killer.”
“But he is a killer. The way he looks at our tree.”
“Enough with the goddamn tree.”
They
both quiet. A computer whirred in the background. Barbara
cradled the phone between her neck and shoulder and ran her fingers
the grooves of the Oriental rug.
Neil spoke again, his voice was softer.
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“OK, Barb. I’m sorry. What can I
”
Barbara pressed her fists to her knees and raised herself from the floor.
“I need you to come home. Now.”
“That’s
possible. I have meetings all week. I’m late for one now.”
“I need you to come home.”
“And I need this job. I like this job. My therapist told me I deserved
this job.” A pause, then the shuffling of papers. “Jesus, Barb. I can’t
about this anymore. You’re perfectly safe. Lightning doesn’t strike twice.”
“You’re right. It strikes six times in seven days.”
“OK, I’m hanging up.”
“Goddamn it, Neil! Tell me what to do!”
The gun looked like guns
supposed to look—black and angular, but
full of strange power. Barbara sat amidst the strewn contents of her
husband’s closet, a yellow shoebox in her lap. After hanging up on Neil, she
had thrown the contents of his dresser to the floor and then torn through his
closet. David had done this as a child when Barbara had sent him to his
room. Now she didn’t know what shocked her more, that
husband had a
gun in their house or that she had not known about it. She used both hands
to lift the weapon. It was heavy. An older gun, a revolver, it wasn’t like the
ones the policemen at the day school wore strapped to their belts. She had
to
herself that it could make someone die. “This is a gun,” she said
aloud. “My husband has a gun.”
They had discussed owning a gun years ago
they lived in
Alexandria and an intruder had killed their neighbor. Barbara thought she
had convinced Neil against the purchase. She considered calling him now for
an explanation,
this gun was so heavy and so black, she could
stop
touching
She took
of the gun and snapped open its chamber. She
tried to load it, but got nervous manipulating its
and let the bullets
drop to the carpet. Scooping the bullets back into the shoebox, she crawled
into bed. She laid the gun on Neil’s pillow, its nose facing the Perez house.
She dreamt she was pushing a cart of children’s books through a
supermarket, her nightgown still on, the gun in her hand. She pointed at
shiny, overripe pieces of fruit and they exploded: Tomato—Bang.
Grapefruit—Bang. Juice
into people’s eyes
they didn’t seem to
notice; they continued pushing their carts down the aisles, stopping to
examine a cereal box, pulp dripping from their faces. Perez waited for
at
the checkout counter. He wore a red smock and a nametag with Hebrew
letters. An M-16 slung over his shoulder. Barbara handed him a ticket and
he produced an envelope of photos. Each picture showed Barbara engaged
in an everyday activity—driving, getting the mail, pumping gas—and in each
picture, red targets were drawn over her face. She dropped the pictures and
gaped at Perez. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Did you want the matte finish?”
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Barbara caught her breath. Her bedroom was completely dark. Wind
slammed the back gate. Chelsea was snoring at the foot of the bed and when
Barbara switched on the light, the dog looked up and
Her eyes
were glazed white with old age. Barbara stroked the hair away from
Chelsea’s face and pinched crust from the corners of the dog’s eyes. Chelsea
yelped and jumped from the bed. Barbara leaned back to the headboard and
held the gun flat against her leg. It felt cool and oddly comforting against
her skin.
Gun in hand, she followed Chelsea downstairs and opened the back
notsliding
below
hertell
s, then into
the
curtains,
but glass door. Nighttime
steady
safer than mornings
good feltinside,
because most of the killing happened during the day. Chelsea scampered out
and Barbara followed. The leaves and grass felt
against her bare feet.
She saw her breath in the air. Chelsea trotted to the back of the yard to do
her business and Barbara let her arms hang to her sides. She used to like the
stillness of the Suburbs,
this stillness was now unnerving. The moon’s
half-light made everything two-dimensional and her yard felt like a movie set.
She ran the gun-nose along fence posts. Soon there would be cobwebs and
jack-o-lanterns on each porch, then Christmas lights and wreaths, then plastic
reindeer skeletons and burnt-out ornaments. Sniper or no sniper, the cycle
would continue. Barbara did not understand this. It felt like everyone knew
a secret but her.
A red light poured from one of the Perezes’ bedrooms. Barbara dropped
behind a bush and whispered Chelsea’s name. She couldn’t see anything
beyond the red glow. Chelsea nuzzled the arm with the gun, and Barbara
almost cried out. Taking a few breaths to
herself, she crept back to
the house on her hands and knees, and with Chelsea
she slid the door
shut and closed the
careful not to make any noise. The red light
still in her eyes, she climbed onto the sofa and wrapped herself in her
mother’s afghan, the gun pressed to her chest.

were
anything.
not

By morning, the gun had left an imprint against her skin, a pale outline
just
her breasts. Holding the weapon gave Barbara the confidence to
explore
house with the TVs turned off.
It didn’t feel like her house anymore,
after finding the gun. Barbara
carried it with her
Neil’s closet. She opened every shoebox, every
suitcase, looking for pornography or lipstick or an anonymous pair of panties,
almost disappointed
to find
Neil’s treadmill was in David’s room, which bothered Barbara because
she wanted to keep the children’s rooms just as they were. Both David and
Becca had called over the past week, but despite what they said, Barbara
could
they
relieved
to be home with her. After leaving for
college, neither of them had been home for more than a week at a time.
When Barbara asked Becca why she wanted to go to school in California, her
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daughter replied that she needed “a buffer zone.”
Engineering textbooks and science fiction novels lined David’s bookshelf.
Barbara opened a plastic box and found SAT flashcards. Abstruse. Acolyte.
She had to turn the cards over to find the meanings. Her husband and
children thought she was stupid. They would roll their eyes at each other
when she needed dinner conversations explained. David would not explain
what he did in Austin saying, It’s complicated. You wouldn’t understand.”
Both her husband and son had tried to teach her how to use the Internet,
but they became frustrated
she couldn’t move the mouse correctly. It
gave her a headache, and they made her feel small.
She opened David’s carefully organized closet, and in a duffle bag behind
comic book crates, she found a stack of Victoria’s Secret
and Sports
Illustrated swimsuit issues. The pages were tattered and Barbara was afraid to
touch them. Years earlier she had
in on David masturbating, his
pillow bouncing over his waist. She was more embarrassed than he was, and
ered
Card,
their not
first day
opening
in the
Itpull
Their
new houseA
—David
picture in awe of the garage
out
door remote, giddy and lively as he commanded the giant
were
flap up and down.
Becca’s room still had cloud wallpaper and stuffed animals. Her jewelry
box held a collection of foreign coins from a backpacking trip through
Europe. On Becca’s wall was a framed
of a painting from the Sistine
Chapel—God reaching
his hand to Adam. They extended muscular
limbs and touched fingers.
legs looked thick as cudgels, their arms
strong as piano hammers. Barbara wondered if this was what evangelists saw
when they preached.
In Becca’s desk was a set of tarot cards. The cards
ominous—crude
shapes, robed figures, and strange symbols. Lightning struck a tower and
people tumbled from burning windows. A horned, winged devil perched on
a block, a naked couple chained to his feet.
card marked ‘Strength’
depicted a woman
a lion’s
with her hands. One marked
‘Fool’ had a man walking ignorantly over a cliff. His tunic matched both the
color and style of Barbara’s nightgown. She raised her collar and then found
the Death
the one the sniper had left a note on. A skeleton in black
armor rode a white horse. Children and kings fell at his feet. Barbara shifted
the gun from one hand to the other and she began to understand the sniper’s
power. Death was
a big red beast, only an unassuming force that
stripped everything away.
A low buzzing came from outside the window. She used the gun to
bend a hole in the blinds.
was early afternoon. Perez sat in his driveway
shaving one of his dogs with an electric razor. Black tufts of hair cut into the
wind. Barbara pointed the gun at Perez. “Bang,” she said. Though the gun
was empty, she was still afraid to
the trigger. She pointed at mailboxes
and trash bags. “Bang,” she said. “Bang, bang.” On this side of the gun,
Barbara felt a strange tenderness. In a way, it was a loving act—to release
some sad stranger from his or her mundane life—reaching your long arm out

mou
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across the distance to touch them. Bang—the heater turned on and warm air
struggled through a
open vent.
Downstairs, it was much warmer. Barbara lay on the sofa
the
binoculars around her neck and her gun on the end table. She watched the
house next door through partially open curtains. After shaving his dogs,
Perez returned to the house, leaving the tufts of hair to scatter down the
driveway and waft under the Datsun. Barbara focused the binoculars. This
was a stakeout. If anyone died today it would remove Perez from suspicion
as long as he stayed home. To pass the time, Barbara flipped through a new
copy of Anna Karenina, her book club’s next selection. By prying back the
spine at several places it would look like she had read the whole thing.
Each time Perez emerged from the house (to get the mail, to circle the
oak) Barbara pointed her gun at him. She wanted him to see her. To know
she was
afraid. The oak’s yellow leaves scattered in the late sun and
Barbara rolled up the sleeves of her nightgown to warm her arms under the
fading light.
After Yvonne pulled her Lexus into the driveway, Barbara stood from the
couch to let Chelsea out, leaving the back door open. She had to walk
around the house to get feeling back in her legs. Facing the out-of-tune
piano she struck the low keys: Da da da dum. In the living room cabinet
she found a bottle of scotch. She poured its remains over ice and danced
the drink in her hand. She
an old Nina Simone song. Ice
clinked against the sides of her glass and she remembered the night of
David’s graduation dinner when Neil cupped her waist and everyone was
happy.
With the Perezes finally sitting down for dinner Barbara felt it was safe to
take a shower. She shed her nightgown and examined the gun against her
waist. Observing her body in the full-length mirror, she ran the gun-nose
down her hips. She thought of Elian Perez, the corded muscles of his neck.
The gun went into the shower with her. Heat broke against her back and
Barbara spun the gun’s chamber against her leg.
Neil called at bedtime. Barbara was naked,
and dog in bed
her,
the empty bottle of scotch on the
“No shootings today,” he said.
“I know,” Barbara said. Her voice low and throaty. “He hasn’t gone out.”
“
’t gone out?”
“Perez.”
“Come on, Barb. You have to let
go.”
“Leave me alone, Neil. I know what I’m doing.”

For some reason she expected to hear the Chief of Police’s comforting
tenor on the other end of the phone. Instead, there was just a recording and
a beep. It took almost ten minutes to recount all the clues. Perez had left the
house this morning only two hours before the seventh victim was shot at an
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Exxon station off 1-95. Perez had returned one hour later in the
van.
Barbara left her phone number on the recording, then cinched her robe
and walked the gun upstairs. To have fixed Perez in the police’s crosshairs
was thrilling. She opened the shoebox, slid bullets into the gun, and sang,
Children go where I send you.
Then came the chainsaws. Barbara flew downstairs to see a team of
workmen cutting into her oak tree. Pieces of wood exploded across the yard.
The men wore goggles and thick orange gloves. Perez stood to the side,
hands on his hips. Barbara screamed. She scooped up the cordless and called
Neil but he wouldn’t answer so she called the tip-line and waited on hold.
Then, with a horrible groan, the oak collapsed and the house shook.
A cloud of debris hung in the air. The workmen knelt over the oak’s
carcass and began to saw. Barbara dropped the phone and grabbed the gun.
She leapt outside, profanities emptying from her mouth, her robe open to the
wind. The workmen scattered, dropping their tools and fleeing to the other
side of their truck. Barbara walked to the center of the street. A car drove
up the hill,
she stood her ground and the car stopped in front of her.
She directed Perez to his knees. He stretched out his palm to her. Though
her robe was open she did not feel naked. With the simple tug of her fingers
the gun was empty, the world was empty, and Barbara felt amazing.
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